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Dedication:

To those who strive for greatness, but fear
they’ll never accomplish it: “The most terrifying fact about the
universe is not that it is hostile but that it is indifferent, but
if we can come to terms with this indifference, then our existence
as a species can have genuine meaning. However vast the darkness,
we must supply our own light.”- Stanley Kubrick.

 


Ignore the darkness that tries to push you
down. Fight back with your special light and ignore the
indifference, because we all have genuine meaning when it comes to
the art we create.

 


My light is the written word, and the art I
create is far from indifferent.









The Lock

 


The dark path continues for Erika and Max as
secrets unfold and threaten to destroy all they hold dear…

Erika Walsh’s every dream has come true.
She’s received both critical and public acclaim for her
best-selling erotic romance, and has chosen the magnetic
millionaire and BDSM club owner Maxwell Crawford as the keeper of
her heart. Although, her former crush Chris Milton still refuses to
accept her decision. As she plans her wedding to Max, she’s
confronted with his past and the many secrets he’s kept under lock
and key –for good reason.

When Max’s older brother, Daniel, a big
Hollywood producer falls ill, Erika and Max rush to Los Angeles to
help him recover. Max is shocked to find Daniel has become the
victim of a blackmailer who seeks revenge against the brothers. Max
must confront the loathsome Abraham Rovner, a former classmate from
high school, who has never forgiven him for breaking off their
relationship.

Abraham brings out Max’s lurking deviant
nature, which sends him to a dark place in his mind. Erika must
find the strength to help her lover purge his demons, even though
it may come at a major cost for them both.


 


 


“Vengeance is in my heart, death in my hand.
Blood and revenge are hammering in my head.”

- Titus Andronicus by William
Shakespeare




Chapter One

 


 


A work of art stood in the shower, surrounded
by steam.

Water droplets dripped off Max’s ass.
Rivulets of wet heat caught on the springy hairs of his thighs and
around his knees, coasting down his calves, and making a puddle
under his feet and around his toes. Erika licked her lips. She had
worshipped every part of his body, including his toes. No matter
how many times Maxwell Crawford pounded inside her, she craved
more.

Her stomach growled. She’d made the mistake
of not eating anything after yoga class because she’d been running
late. She blamed Max for her tardiness. He’d kept her in bed the
entire day, making love to her for hours, which had started the
second the sun rose. She woke to find his face in between her legs
and her arms bound and cuffed to the headboard. The evil bastard
had gone down on her, licking her to the point where she almost
orgasmed, but then she held off as long as she could until she
yelled, “I love you” at the top of her lungs—his retaliation
because she’d forgotten to say it to him before she fell asleep
last night.

But what a punishment to wake to.

Her hunger pains disappeared, and she bent to
untie her sneaker. The twinge in her thighs and legs seared her
muscles from her bed play with Max. He eventually gave her mercy
when she left him for her yoga class. She explained her need to
meditate and how the stretching positions helped her keep up with
his ferocious sexual appetite. After her class, she spent time in
the sauna so she would be in the right frame of mind tonight for
their engagement party with over two-hundred guests attending.

Straightening, she winced, more from nerves
about tonight than her post-sex aches. Max faced her from the
opposite side of the frosted shower stall glass. He slicked back
his hair and ran his palm down his face and chest, going lower
until he grasped his shaft, his lovely tool that always made her
damp.

A fluttering filled her stomach, which was
always the case when she caught him staring at her with his golden
sex eyes that promised so many naughty things. He opened the door
halfway, letting steam rise to the ceiling.

“Join me, precious.” An order, not a request
from her fiancé.

“What if I already showered at the gym?” She
unzipped her hoodie, dropping it on the floor, along with her socks
and sneakers.

“I’m going to fuck you before we go to the
party. So decide…in this shower or in the car on the ride there.”
His tone brokered no argument.

She took off the rest of her clothes. Naked
and without any embarrassment, she joined her lover. Taking her
hand, he guided her into the stall.

“You’d really wait to fuck me in the car?”
She wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

“I’d probably fuck you after my shower and
again in the bedroom.” He claimed her mouth in a kiss.

Sucking down on his bottom lip, she tugged.
“Hmm, you didn’t even correct me using ‘fuck’. You must be too
horny.”

She yelped when he smacked her ass cheek.
“There are no rules in my shower, Mrs. Crawford.”

She circled the bruise on his shoulder where
she bit him too hard in a moment of passion. “I’m not Mrs. Crawford
yet.”

“In my heart and mind, you already are.” He
took her mouth in a firm kiss, making her knees wobble and her
pussy clench.

She dueled her tongue with his, a fevered
dance in her mouth that caused an intense throbbing all over. She’d
never felt this way with any man, only Max, who came into her life
when she had least expected it.

He broke off the kiss, swiping his thumbs
over her damp cheeks. He soaked her in, while she did the same, no
longer shy. Approval shined in his gaze.

“I love you like this.” He nipped her chin.
“Naked in my arms, wet, and vulnerable.”

“Why do you like me vulnerable?” She ran her
fingers along his fur-lined chest, finding his nipple, taut and
ready for her to lick if she so chose. “So you can have your wicked
way with me?”

He laughed, a loud echo in the small
enclosure. He grabbed her ass and boosted her up until she stood on
her toes. She moved in for a kiss, and he dug his fingers in deep,
near the crack of her ass. His thumb slipped down, just enough to
tickle the edge of her feminine lips. The underside of her clitoris
tightened in want.

“We don’t have time to play,” she gasped,
spreading her legs to allow him more access to her front.

“Lock your legs around my waist.” He lifted
her higher, and she obeyed. Her reward—his cock nestled at her
opening. He grunted and pressed her against the tiled wall.

He set his forehead to hers, his gaze
smoldering and scorching. “Take me and put me inside you.”

She wiggled, a bit uncomfortable against the
tiles. Part of their early morning bed play had involved a new
flogger Max had used on her for the first time. The marks had
vanished, but the remnants of the lashing and sting of the strap
lingered. If she told Max how awkward the position felt, he would
stop any or all amorous activities right then and there, leaving
them both unfulfilled. She didn’t want find herself on her back or
on her knees while he fucked her in the car on the way to their
party. She had become more adventurous with him, but she didn’t
want to appear in front of hundreds of people looking like she had
been fucked within an inch of her life.

“Erika, what’s wrong?” He shifted away,
concern etched on his face.

She took his dick, setting it within her
slick folds. He sighed and rested his mouth on hers, breathing
deeply. With flicks of her tongue, she tasted his mouth and the
underside of his bottom lip. “I’m thinking off all the things you
did to me this morning.”

“You mean all the things we did together.” He
joined his hand to hers, guiding his cock deep inside her.

She melted. Not just because he entered her
slowly, stretching her just the right way to accommodate his
generous size and large girth, but because they were a team, a true
partnership. The power play Max once tried to install in their
relationship, with him the Dominant and her the submissive, were
over. If he gave, she took, and vice versa. The moment she accepted
his marriage proposal, the dynamics between them changed.

They ruled each other equally, an ownership
both sanctioned and embraced. One that would never break.

The knowledge she could bring this powerful
man to his knees made her tremble with desire. Her inner core
pulsed. Something electric shot up and settled inside, making her
milk his cock while she climaxed.

Amazement entered his face. “You came that
fast?”

Her breath hitched, waves of pleasure slowly
diminishing. “I thought of you on your knees, willing to do
whatever I wanted.”

He captured her mouth, stealing a kiss with
his darting tongue, and pumped slowly in her.

“God, you’re so wet and greedy.” He scooted
his hands under her ass then rocked his hips, creating an even
bigger buildup of pressure inside her.

She winced, holding off another climax until
he had his. They had practiced prolonging their orgasms to heighten
their pleasure, but her mind wasn’t in the right place. She wanted
to come again but with Max.

Eyes closed and nostrils flared, he hammered
inside her. He gripped her tight, just enough to leave a mark only
she would see. His chest scraped her sensitive nipples, the
abrasion an aphrodisiac. But she didn’t complain or compel him to
move faster. She dug her heels into his ass, making him land on
her, flush and hard. Just enough to move along those ripples
whipping inside of her pussy.

Max opened his eyes, and the corner of his
mouth lifted. She smacked his shoulder. She wasn’t in the mood to
be played with. She wanted him to take her hard and fast, to make
her mindless with the incredible pleasure only he provided.

Lowering his face to her chest, he licked the
top of her breast and paid homage to one of the love bites he’d
given her. He loved marking her on the inside of her legs or inner
thighs because he always had his mouth down there. But he never
neglected her breasts. He made certain to always mark her there,
too, hidden underneath her clothes, a naughty secret they
shared.

He kissed around her nipple but didn’t take
the beaded flesh in his mouth. “I would love to pierce you here.”
He cupped her breast, thumbing the tight nub.

“You said the same thing about my clit the
other day.” She arched her hips, wanting him to move faster. Max
was never this chatty during sex. She didn’t care for it because it
took him forever to finish the job.

“What did you say?” He dropped his mouth on
her breast.

She curled her arms around his head as he
sucked her in time with his cock moving in her cunt. If this was
his way to get her to agree to getting pierced, he would be in for
a surprise.

“I’ll say yes if you do the same to your
nipple or penis.” She laughed and clenched tight around him.

He released her nipple with a pop and
gave her a drowsy smirk. “We’ll continue this discussion later. I
have more important things to worry about.”

“Like making us come?” She rubbed the dark
discoloration on his shoulder from her bite.

“Exactly.” He moved faster, the friction
causing her to gasp.

“Hurry, Max!” she cried, jerking against
him.

“Hold on, baby.” He hefted her up high and
then slammed her down on top of him.

She shuddered, trembles overtaking her body,
her orgasm ripping through her right when Max bellowed her name and
spurted inside her. His face tucked in the crook of her neck, and
he bit down. Hard. The sting joined the second wave of
pleasure blasting through her. She hung there, twitching as he
rammed once and then twice, coating her with his cum, joining her
in his own messy release. Their combined fluids dripping between
them, mixing with the lukewarm water from the shower.

Lowering her legs, he sat on the bench
protruding from the wall. Settling her on his lap, he kissed her
with incredible care. Once the cobwebs disappeared from her head,
she kissed him, thanking him for another incredible session of
lovemaking.

“I think I saw stars this time.” She giggled
and pushed away her wet hair.

He zoned in on the side of her neck where it
throbbed. “Damn, I bit you too hard.”

She ran her fingers over the small
indentations in her flesh. No way could she hide the marks from
view tonight. Her finger came away free of blood, only wrinkled and
pruned from being waterlogged.

“Payback for this?” She poked the raised
flesh of his shoulder where her ownership lay proudly
displayed.

“Tit for tat, baby.” He kissed her then set
her away to turn off the water.

“I like marking you, baby,” she said with
some snark, giving his ass a slap, then opened the shower door.

He nuzzled her cheek. “You’ve left your mark
here.” He laid her palm on his chest over his heart.

She blinked away the wetness in her eyes and
smiled up at him. She leaned in to kiss him but stopped less an
inch from his mouth. “Are you buttering me up so I’ll give you a
blow job before we leave?”

He wiggled his eyebrows, making her laugh.
The kiss he gave her before they dried off almost had her on her
knees, welcoming his cock in her mouth.


Chapter Two

 


“Why are you so nervous? Is it because of the
dress I wanted you to wear or because we have to greet such a large
crowd?” Max grasped her hand.

Touched by his concern, she squeezed his
fingers. The dress, a black silhouette halter, was shorter and
tighter than what she usually wore, but she didn’t care. She
slipped into the decadent silk because, not only did she look great
in it, but Max couldn’t take his eyes off of her—or his hands for
that matter.

He kissed her finger—the one wearing his
eighteen karat emerald ring he gave her in September, five months
ago.

“I love this dress, and big crowds don’t
bother me any longer.” She opened her clutch, showing him the
inhaler she always carried as a ‘just in case’ measure. To think,
less than two years ago, she would have had a possible meltdown at
the idea of being around so many people. She would have
hyperventilated, puffing away at her inhaler because of her phobia.
After meeting Max and her experiences both in private and in public
with him, she’d gained a self-confidence she never knew she owned
for the first thirty years of her life.

The headlights from the cars passing in the
opposite lane cast shadows across Max’s face, giving him a devilish
yet sexy edge. His eyes glittered in arousal, but his expression
showed composure. Aplomb he wore like his many expensive suits, his
own personal armor, giving him a sense of security and power.

He didn’t have to wear a suit or tie, like
the dark-gray pinstripe wool one he wore now to prove the power he
wielded. He could do it naked—had done so many times when he made
love to her or took her in his playroom and showed his dominance by
making her his slave.

She crossed her legs, hoping to squash the
stirring in her vagina and the scent of her desire. He grasped her
chin and gave her a sweet kiss. His lips tickled, sweeping them
once then twice over hers, keeping it soft and chaste—so unlike
him. Any type of kiss from Max was a gift; one she wouldn’t
refuse.

He lifted his mouth away but still held her
chin. “You always remember to carry your inhaler but not your
engagement ring.” A frown appeared. “I had to remind you to put it
on right before we left.”

She winced and shrugged in apology. “I’m
still trying to get used to wearing it. I forget to put it on after
I finish writing or take a shower.” To placate his irritation, she
cupped his cheek and rubbed her nose over his.

“You’ve been on a writing binge recently.” He
linked their fingers together. “Your muse has returned?”

She had a bad case of writer’s block around
the time she went on her book tour for her first adult book—Give
Way to Desire. A combination of many factors exasperated the
issue from the shock of having a number one best-selling book for
the first time in her writing career, to getting engaged to one of
the richest men on the East Coast. Also, the first anniversary of
her father’s death and not having him around to celebrate the
holidays, including her self-imposed distance from her best friend
and her family because of their hatred for Max added to her
creative drought. But with the start of the New Year and Max’s
unique form of TLC she gladly engaged in, her muse and writing
energy had returned in force. Max had been one of the factors in
the success of the book. Even though she wouldn’t admit it, the
character who seduced her heroine had been based on him, to the
delight of her readers.

“It’s stronger than ever. You’re the reason
why.” She snuggled against his side. “I should finish with the
first draft soon.”

Max squeezed her hand. “I don’t understand
why you won’t let me read a couple chapters. I can give you some
input, especially with your sex scenes.” He tickled her knee with
his thumb.

She nudged him in the side with her elbow.
“No one reads my first draft, not even the man I love with
everything I have inside of me.”

Cupping her knee, he spread her legs. “I like
the sound of that. You should use that line in your book.”

“Have my heroine announce she loves her man
with everything she has inside of her?” She sighed when he stroked
the inside of her leg, his fingers catching on the fabric of her
stocking, causing a nice friction to travel to her center. “But my
heroine is still torn between the two men from the first book.”

His hand stilled, and he scowled. “It better
not be true to life, Miss Walsh.”

A tingle shot up her spine and goose bumps
rose on her arms at his jealous tone—even with the dangerous edge
to it. She made certain never to mention Chris’s name in Max’s
company, even when she discussed her career or Walsh Publications,
her father’s company, which had become her legacy. Chris’s presence
was like a ghost haunting them, or at least for Max. Chris had been
the most important person in her life before Max entered it. Once
upon a time, she’d thought Christopher Milton was her Prince
Charming, the man she would marry and have children with. But her
longtime fantasy had crumbled. A new one had been built with Max,
regardless of how her relationship with the Milton’s had been
ruined, specifically with Chris, who considered Max his biggest
adversary.

She kissed Max’s chin and hugged him tight.
Sometimes he needed reassurances from her, even though he did his
best to hide his misgivings. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her. He
didn’t trust the world around them. Chris had wanted her, almost as
much as she had wanted him, but he had been too late. He promised
not to cause any more problems for her and Max. She forgave him for
his missteps with their relationship, but she knew he wouldn’t give
up easily. If there ever came a time she and Max were on shaky
ground, Chris would be there to whisk her away to some ivory tower
to protect her.

“The fiction I write is just that, fiction.
You’re my one and only.” She took his mouth in a possessive kiss,
showing by action how much her statement meant.

When he clutched her tight, she inserted her
hand between them to grip his cock then bit his bottom lip hard
enough to make him jerk.

“You’re playing with fire, precious. We don’t
have time to finish what we’ve started,” he grumbled and set her
hand on her lap.

“Maybe we can find a quiet spot later in the
evening for a quickie.” She eyed his crotch. The front of his pants
tented high, showing the perfect outline of his penis. She sighed,
regretting they didn’t have more time to enjoy one another like
they usually did throughout the day and night.

“I don’t do quickies,” he groused and swept
his hand through his hair. “The party should only go to midnight,
so if you’re not exhausted, we can always visit The Gate
after.”

She perked up at the idea of visiting his
popular sex club. It had been too long since she had been to The
Gate with Max. The last time they visited together happened before
her book tour. After observing a few scenes, he’d taken her to his
private playroom and introduced her to a new form of bondage that
had her screaming his name until her voice became hoarse because
she’d climaxed too many times to count. He never let her
participate in any group action. It was one-on-one and in private.
He didn’t like to share her with others. His rules were to be
obeyed. As her role as his submissive, she bowed down—both
literality and figuratively—to her Dom’s dictates.

“If we have time later tonight, do I get to
play with others?” She twirled a curl and batted her eyelashes.

“Baby is in the mood to play?” His sarcastic
tone made her want to kick him.

She rolled her eyes. “You know how much I
hate it when you call me, baby. It’s like fingernails on a
chalkboard.”

He dropped his smug expression, appearing
more humble. “You know I don’t like to share.” He kissed her cheek
and took possession of her knee again, stroking it with his
thumb.

She relented, not in the mood to battle wits
with this man who had more skill than she ever would. Tonight was
for celebrating their love, and most importantly, their acceptance
of one another, faults and all.

The car stopped at their destination—the Skye
Venue, where many high-end celebrity events and parties took place.
Various town cars lined the front of the building, and people,
dressed to impress, went inside. Closing her eyes, she took a few
deep breaths to slow her heart.

Max cupped her nape, squeezing the muscle
there. “You’ve managed the kinky crowd at The Gate many times. This
will be a cake walk for you.”

“Hmm, I do like cake, almost as much as I
like you.” She smiled and opened her eyes.

“That’s a big compliment being compared to
dessert.” He ran his hand up her leg.

She stopped him before he went farther. It
was bad enough she was slightly damp, which seemed to always be the
case when she was with him. Her recently manicured nail caught and
snagged her stocking. She cursed under her breath at the small
tear.

“Shoot, I have a run in these stockings
already.” She rubbed the offense, annoyed her expensive pair of
silicone lace thigh highs weren’t stronger to withhold such
damage.

Max pulled down the hem of her dress, hiding
the object of her scorn. “If the tear grows, you can always take
them off. No one will notice.”

“Maybe it’s a sign of great things to come.”
She took his arm as he opened the door and guided her out of the
car. “The first time I met you at the awards ceremony, I also tore
my stockings then.”

He drew her into his embrace. “The first time
I noticed you, you stood on stage with your father as he accepted
his lifetime achievement award. I itched to get my hands on you and
taste every inch of your incredible legs.”

“You can kiss every inch of my amazing legs
later tonight.” She stole one last kiss.

A flash of light flared around them, and she
froze, expecting Max to push her back in the car to confront the
photographer. The paparazzi had been relentless since they
announced their engagement. But instead of threatening the
photographer, he smiled. More flashes from the camera went off.

“You can lose the frown.” He tweaked her
chin. “I hired a photographer to take pictures of us tonight. It
will be for our personal photo album, and one we’ll choose to send
to those bloodsucking soulless tabloids to placate them.”

She turned, spotting an older man with silver
hair a few feet away with a camera. He nodded and smiled at her.
“Good evening. Can I get one more shot of you both before you go
inside?”

“Fine with posing for the camera?” Max lifted
her hand to his mouth.

The light from the camera flashed around
them.

“I think we just did.” A rush of warmth
spread in her stomach. Max concentrated on her face with utter
devotion in his gaze. She didn’t see such devotion very often from
him, but when she did, it made her giddy.

“Ready to meet our guests?” Still claiming
her hand, he escorted her forward.

“Definitely.” She walked with him, calmer
then before knowing he was by her side and would always be near if
she needed him.

 


***

 


My man knows how to throw one hell of a
party. Erika sat against the bar, watching Max talk to a group
of men. This was the first time he’d left her side the entire
night. She had excused herself to use the bathroom then took a
moment for herself while she waited for her drink. She thanked the
bartender when he set her glass of Merlot down, giving her a wink
before he moved to take another order. She smothered a giggle.
Until Max, no man had winked or flirted with her. Or maybe she just
didn’t notice? She’d always concentrated on her career rather than
the dating scene. Also, she’d been stuck on Chris for so many
wasted years….

She swallowed a healthy portion of her wine,
pushing aside all thoughts of her former crush. It wasn’t right to
think of a lost love at her engagement party to another man. She
studied her sparkling ring, amazed at how perfect it looked on her
finger. Max had chosen well.

She gazed at the large crowd, the majority
she wasn’t on close terms with since most of them had been invited
by Max. But she didn’t experience any tension or shortness of
breath that used to overcome her at this type of social setting and
would have had her running to some secreted corner or empty room to
take a hit from her inhaler.

She spotted Max in the middle of group and
towering over most. He snagged two glasses of champagne from a
passing server. He tilted his chin at her, his stare zoned on her,
causing a piercing heat to rise in between her legs. Her dress
suddenly constricted around her torso, the silk of her bodice
rubbing her nipples, making them harden. She lifted her hair away
from her nape and rolled her head across her shoulders, as if it
would alleviate the punch of lust in between her thighs. He gave
her a sardonic grin—yes, he knew her turmoil. He took a step in her
direction, still holding both glasses, but stopped when a woman
called his name. A huge smile broke out on his face when he noticed
Catherine, his best friend and co-partner of The Gate.

The two embraced, keeping their arms around
one another, cheek to cheek. Catherine waved a few fingers at
Erika, and she raised her wine glass in hello to the pretty blonde.
She wasn’t jealous of their friendship. Catherine had been in his
life first, much like a sister to him as if they shared blood. She
would have been his sister-in-law if not for the suicide of her
fiancé, Max’s younger brother, Cameron, more than nine years
ago.

Catherine ended the embrace first. Max passed
her one of the glasses of champagne, and they made a toast. For the
special occasion, she’d dressed in a more staid number and had a
somber air around her. She barely smiled and looked exhausted,
unlike her usual bubbly self. Over a year ago, Max first brought
Erika to The Gate and introduced her to the spitfire blonde. To
anyone else there, they wouldn’t think it strange Catherine dressed
in a knee-length, long sleeved dark purple scoop neck with very
little jewelry. Her hair, a darker blonde and longer than Erika had
ever seen it, hung in waves down her shoulders. Talking to Max, her
eyes were downcast and her shoulder stooped forward.

She’d only seen Catherine a number of times
since the woman returned from Maui at the end of September. She
hadn’t been accompanied by her longtime lover—some rich French
businessman—but a much younger man near college age who stood by
her side wherever she went, including at The Gate or when Max
extended an invitation for dinner or during the holidays. Max gave
her a shortened version of what happened to Catherine while she’d
been out of town for almost a year. But Erika still had so many
questions about the once vivacious woman who’d barely cracked a
smile or even a smirk.

Catherine’s escort hovered a few feet behind
her. Bryan folded his hands at his waist, watching the duo. A few
women turned in his direction and whispered to one another. Bryan,
with his blondish-white hair tied back, was very becoming in his
brown herringbone suit. If he noticed the feminine attention thrown
his way, he didn’t react. He didn’t fidget or glance around the
room. His entire focus remained on Catherine. When she waved him
over to her, his entire face lit up.

While Bryan and Max shook hands, she took a
sip of her wine, ready to rejoin her fiancé. She took a step
forward—

“Erika?”

“Oh my god. Alyson, you came?” She set her
glass down and embraced her fellow author and friend of over ten
years.

“Of course I came, silly. I just got in town
yesterday. I’m here until the summer.” Alyson, one of her closest
friends, held her tight. “Congratulations.”

Tears filled Erika’s eyes, and she blinked
them away. Alyson had been her rock when her entire world crashed
down around her more than a year ago. She had offered her a place
to stay to mourn not only the loss of her father but the
self-imposed separation between her and Max lasting eight months
while she lived in New Orleans. When she finally returned to
Manhattan, after a reunion of sorts with Max, she and Alyson had a
bad fight. For the first time ever, their friendship had been on
shaky ground because Alyson held strong opinions about Max and the
emotional upheaval he’d caused in Erika’s life. But when she
stopped in New Orleans on her book tour, with Max, Alyson relented,
especially after the two had a very open and honest talk.

“You look amazing as always.” She admired her
friend’s newly layered cut framing her face, making her look more
mature and classy.

“And you’re glowing.” Alyson lifted Erika’s
hand and inspected her ring. “Max has incredible taste, but that’s
no surprise.”

“He really does.” She ran her hand down her
side. “He also helped me pick out this dress.”

“And what about underneath it? Hmm?” Alyson
winked.

Her cheeks warmed. Other than pasties
substituting for a bra, and her thigh highs, she was bare. Max
dared her to go without underwear. When she dared him to go
commando, too, and he accepted, she’d followed suit. On the
off-chance they did have a chance to find a vacant spot or room for
a few moments away from their guests, it would be much easier for
him to lift her dress and use his hands or mouth on her without the
barrier of—

A hand in front of her face jerked her out of
her naughty fantasy. Alyson’s shoulders shook in silent laughter.
“I guess I have my answer.” She flagged down the bartender for two
kamikaze shots.

“Max makes me very happy.” She spotted him
and Catherine near the wall, in deep conversation, while Bryan
stood off to the side.

Alyson thanked the bartender and handed Erika
the shot. “Cheers to you, the future Mrs. Megalomaniac
Crawford.”

She rolled her eyes and downed the shot,
wincing from the burn in her throat. “Damn, that’s strong.”

Alyson rubbed her hands together. “The night
is still young. Let’s do another.”

“You’re not getting me drunk.”

Alyson snagged Erika’s drink and sipped.
“Then you owe me at your wedding. When’s the special day?”

Erika reclaimed her drink and finished it
off. “Probably the end of the summer, around Memorial Day. I have
an appointment next week to try on wedding dresses. Want to come
with me?”

“Since I’m going to be one of your
bridesmaids, I better go with you.”

“Oh really?” She playfully nudged her friend.
“I haven’t decided yet who will be in my wedding party.”

“What about me?” Kim, her longtime best
friend appeared next to Alyson.

Erika’s arms dropped to her sides, and she
blinked, bringing her best friend into better focus. They hadn’t
talked in months. She couldn’t believe Kim had come after Chris’s
attack in Central Park that Max had almost been accused of,
including the drama of her older sister, Page, moving back to
Manhattan.

“It’s so good to see you.” Overcome with
emotion, she held out her hand to Kim, who grabbed it and then
pulled her in for a hug.

 


***

 


Max smiled at the tender scene of his fiancée
hugging her friend. Unlike the rest of Kimberly Milton’s siblings,
he didn’t have an issue with her. Trying to keep Erika and Kim
separated was a losing battle on his end. Kim wasn’t deceptive and
cunning like her two older siblings. He would give her the benefit
of the doubt because she supported Erika. But he would also keep a
good eye on her. The youngest Milton’s romantic involvement might
become problematic….

“You’re fine with Erika hugging your enemy?”
An undercurrent of scorn riddled Catherine’s tone.

He cut his gaze to the woman slouching
against the wall, a scowl etched on her face. He’d never seen
Catherine this irritated. She looked like a movie star, and
positively fuckable, but gave off an elusive vibe that kept most
away. But not him, and not Bryan—her boy toy who lingered nearby,
her bodyguard for the night. Max understood her boundaries and
pushed her buttons, and then some. If they’d been anywhere else
other than his engagement party, he’d force her to snap out of her
funk. He sympathized her current situation, but to a certain point.
She had played a dangerous game that would have a bad outcome for
all involved, even Raymond, her domineering lover who would most
likely end up the winner in all of this, even if it meant
sacrificing her happiness and destroying any type of relationship
with Bryan, the Frenchman’s nephew.

“Kimberly isn’t my enemy. She’s an innocent
in whatever ongoing battle I have with Christopher and his older
sister.” He mimicked Catherine’s stance against the wall, sliding
his hands in his pants pockets. “It makes sense to keep tabs on
Kimberly by allowing her to still be a part of Erika’s life. I can
also keep a closer eye on her boyfriend.”

“I bet Kim didn’t come alone since the
invitation let us bring a date. Her boyfriend must be lurking
around here.” Catherine tilted her chin at Bryan. “That’s why I
brought him.”

Max snorted. “Your boy toy would have come
with you regardless of the invitation. But at least you’re here. If
you were with Raymond, you’d be in France at his villa playing
house, correct?”

She looked down at the floor with a pained
expression. “More like playing prisoner.”

He stiffened, aware of her suffering. Bryan
noticed and approached them.

“Cathy, are you okay? You look pale.” The kid
held out a hand to her, but didn’t touch her. He didn’t
acknowledged Max, keeping his attention on the morose woman in
front of him.

She lifted her face, devoid of any reaction.
“Take a walk or something. You’re too smothering.”

Bryan flinched. “Cath—”

She faced Max, who kept silent, letting the
scene play out. “I want to talk to Max without you overhearing.”
She waved the younger man away. “Shoo, Junior. I’ll fetch you when
I’m ready to leave.”

He stared at Max for help.

If it had been anyone else other than
Catherine, he would have walked away from the drama unfolding
before him. He’d never abandoned her and wouldn’t start now. He
also held some empathy for Bryan, who was still so out of his
league when it came to the woman he cared for. He had warned the
young man about losing his heart to Catherine. And he’d begun to
pay the price, one that would be paid in full in three months when
she returned to Raymond.

What a fucked up mess. He would defuse
the situation because Erika would expect him to. Instead of taking
Bryan by the arm, knowing the man had an aversion to being touched
by anyone other than Catherine, he shifted over until he blocked
her from the man’s view.

“Bryan, Catherine and I haven’t had much time
to catch up. Give us some alone time.” He waved him away. “Go check
out the second level. There’s a great view of the city there.”

Catherine moved to Max’s side and appeared
calmer. “Go enjoy the view.”

The kid sighed. “If that’s what you want.” He
spun on his heel and walked to the staircase leading to the second
level.

“Why is he attached to your hip?” Max watched
Bryan climbing the stairs.

“He thinks I’m going to run away from him and
back to Raymond.” She snorted. “I just want to be left alone.”

He grasped her hand, running his thumb across
the inside of her wrist where her pulse fluttered. “Should I be
worried? The last time I saw you this bad was after Cameron’s
suicide.”

She blanched. “What’s going on with me now
doesn’t compare to what I went through with Cameron.”

“Then explain it to me.” He flexed his
fingers instead of shaking her. “All you told me is you lost a bet
with Raymond, and Bryan is your prize for the next eight months. At
least you confided to me that the young Mr. Westerfield is
Raymond’s nephew, so I it counts for something, right?”

She wrenched her arm away from him. “You love
throwing how young Bryan is in my face. You never had a problem
with Raymond being two decades older than me.”

“You get off on keeping it in the family,
huh?” he snarled.

Clutching her throat, she gasped. “Fuck off,
Maxwell.” She scurried toward the exit.

He cursed and lifted his fist to hit the
wall. He’d wanted some type of emotional response from Catherine,
but not one that made her run from him. He slowed his breathing and
examined the room. No one seemed to notice his outburst and
Catherine fleeing from him. He spotted Erika still at the bar with
Alyson and Kim. The three women laughed and shared drinks. He moved
toward them but froze when a man wearing glasses approached Kim.
She welcomed him with a kiss.

Now wasn’t the time to become reacquainted
with Eli Rovner, the younger brother of his biggest adversary; the
one who came close to destroying him almost twenty years ago. He
wasn’t in the frame of mind to act the congenial host without
raising some questions from Erika.

Instead, he would apologize to Catherine for
his cruel words and find out what current demons chased her. He
strolled from the room, so not to raise any suspicions. He even
stopped when some photographers requested pictures. A few people
interrupted him to chat. He hid his impatience, taking a few more
minutes to talk, finally excusing himself. Thankfully, no one
wandered the hallway or in front of a small room with
floor-to-ceiling windows with chair and couches.

Catherine stood inside, staring at her cell,
trembling.

“Catherine, what’s wrong?” He entered and
cupped her shoulders.

She stared at him, tears floating in her
eyes. “He won’t stop texting me.” She fisted the front of his suit.
“I don’t know what to do.”

“Let me help you.” He took her in his arms,
and she broke down in tears.


Chapter Three

 


Catherine sat on his lap. Max didn’t shut the
door but sat far enough away from the doorway that anyone who
passed wouldn’t see them together. He didn’t give two shits what
anyone thought if they were spotted. All that mattered at this
moment was calming his best friend down.

She wiped her eyes with his handkerchief and
sniffed. Her body no longer trembled, and she compressed her mouth
into a straight line. “I must look a mess. I’m such an uglier
crier.”

“Not true.” He kissed her cheek and rubbed
her side.

“I better climb off of you before Erika
catches us together.” She sat next to him. “I hate this dress.” She
grimaced and ran her unpolished nail along the hem.

“Then why did you wear it?” He’d seen her in
many states of dress and undress, but the outfit didn’t seem to fit
her at all. Too reserved.

“Raymond wouldn’t approve.” She snorted.
“Bryan didn’t either.”

With Catherine’s permission, he scrolled
through the texts Raymond had sent from the beginning of the year
through tonight. Most were in French, Raymond’s native language,
while those texts in English were very passionate and pretentious,
something Max didn’t really care for.

“Didn’t he text you while you were separated
last time?” He returned her phone. “Also, you did see him a few
times—”

“He doesn’t text me every day like last time.
I only saw him twice, once for his birthday, the other because I
was too weak and horny as shit.” She leaned forward, the
handkerchief to her mouth. “The rules have changed for us now with
Bryan involved.”

“How bad is it?”

“Pretty bad.”

“So bad you won’t talk to me about it,
including why you cancelled your visit to your parents at
Thanksgiving or Christmas? When did you see them last?” He perched
his arm over the edge the couch and combed his fingers through her
hair.

She lifted her gaze to the ceiling. “Almost
two years ago. I stayed with them right after I separated from
Raymond the second time.”

“Are you worried they’ll judge you?” He
cupped her nape. “Irene isn’t a fan of his.”

“I’m afraid if I visit my parents, I’ll stay
with them indefinitely. Bryan would have to come with me. I can’t
leave him here alone, and I don’t think he would let me go without
him.”

She’d never talked about leaving Manhattan
and The Gate behind for good. Hmm, more serious than I’d
thought. “How is your separation from Raymond different this
time? Is it because Bryan has been added in the mix? I guess it’s
disturbing you’re sexually active with two relatives—”

“They aren’t related by blood, only by name.
I’m not justifying my relationship with both men, but it’s not as
fucked up as it sounds.” She groaned. “Who am I fooling? It’s
sick.”

“Tell me what happened in Maui between you
three. I recommended Westerfield stay away, but he didn’t heed my
advice.”

“Don’t blame him. I’m the one who screwed up
royally. I should have never fucked him in the first place. I
didn’t know Raymond was his step-uncle until he showed up at in
Maui.” She dug her fist into her forehead. “Raymond knew about me
and Bryan and didn’t act like he had a problem with it. It amused
him.”

“You think he planned it?” The notion
disturbed Max.

“It’s just some freaky coincidence.” She
tucked her hair behind her ears. “He wanted me to be happy, knowing
I enjoyed my time with Bryan. He suggested we train Bryan, to mold
him, and invite him into our relationship.”

Max shook his head in disbelief. What the
fuck? “He wanted to share Bryan with you? Become a
threesome?”

She smiled, but with little joy. “He got off
watching me and Bryan together.”

He squeezed the bridge of his nose, trying to
digest her words. “How did you get to this point—in Manhattan with
Bryan in tow and not with Raymond?”

She folded her hands to her mouth. “Something
happened between Bryan and me, a spur of the moment encounter, but
not actual sex. Raymond found out, and he was upset, but not angry
as I thought he would be. He acts like he wants the best for Bryan
and me because he loves us. But he wants something in return. He
really thinks I belong with him. It’s gone past the whole Dominant
and submissive relationship.” She lowered her head to her knees.
“He wants to marry me.”

Max ran his thumbnail across his chin, barely
stopping the urge to chew it. “From your reaction, I won’t offer
congratulations.”

A hoarse laugh left her mouth. “I had my shot
at marriage once, and look at how that turned out. Raymond has
become tired of my guilt and memories of Cameron. He thinks
marrying him will fix me.”

“Fix you?” Max laid his palm on her arm. “He
thinks you need to be fixed?”

“Apparently so.” She shot him a side glance.
“Maybe Bryan is responsible for me having these feelings Raymond
doesn’t approve of. I’ve always been like this, but he didn’t
notice it until now. I let him see what he wanted to see because I
was so enamored with him.”

“And it’s all changed for him?”

She drew her feet up on the couch and laid
her cheek on Max’s shoulder. “I’ll always love Raymond, but my
feelings for him have changed. I realized the truth when he gave
Bryan an offer, one of his stupid challenges he believed Bryan
would fail at. The joke’s on Raymond because Bryan lasted through
six hours of karezza. Shocked the shit out of me, too.”

He couldn’t believe it either. How in the
world did Bryan last so long? His respect for the boy rose a notch.
“How did you last?”

“It was all a blur. I wanted to prove Raymond
wrong.” She nibbled on her nail. “Bryan sure did. After we
finished, he shook Bryan’s hand and congratulated him. He hugged me
and kissed the top of my head, whispering in French how much he
loved me. After he released me, he left the room. Henrik, his
manservant, came downstairs with my bags packed and plane tickets.
He recommended we leave right then and there. He escorted us out a
side entrance where a car took us to the airport. I haven’t seen
Raymond since.”

“Jesus,” Max whispered.

“Jesus can’t help me here.” She wiped the
corner of her eye smudged with mascara. “It takes a lot for Raymond
to go into a rage, and this time I’m completely to blame. Even
though three of us signed a contract, he isn’t going to follow the
terms we agreed upon. He’s already starting up with all these
texts. He’s not going to wait till May. I’m afraid he’ll.…” She
shook her head and shut her eyes.

Max cupped her face, brushing his thumbs over
her cheeks. “You’re afraid he’ll do what?”

“Take me far away where no one will be able
to find me.”

Bryan suddenly appeared in the doorway. “I
won’t let him.”

Undaunted, Max didn’t jump like Catherine
did. “How much did you hear?”

“All of it.” Bryan stepped inside. “Get your
damned hands off of her.”

“Your pup’s claws are showing. Good for him,”
Max murmured to Catherine and settled into a relaxed pose.

Bryan tugged on his hair, letting it fall out
of his tie, the ends brushing his shoulders. “Did he make you
cry—”

She shot up from the couch, hugging her
chest. “You don’t have any right to say who can and can’t touch
me.”

“You’d obey me if I was Raymond,” Bryan
snapped, his face turning red.

“But you’re not him, so stop acting like you
are.” She rolled her eyes.

Max didn’t feel the need to get between the
two yet. He’d rather see Catherine angry than in tears. The tension
in the room between her and her young suitor held an underlying
tone of frustration, one he associated with lust.
Interesting.

Bryan thrust aside his dinner jacket, and
widened his legs in a defensive stance. “Why are you treating me
like crap? I’ve done nothing but lov—”

“Don’t say that!” She jabbed her finger at
him, alarm spreading across her face. “You say it too much.”

His shoulders slumped and confusion appeared.
“You can’t stop me from saying it. Because I do. I’ll keep saying
how much I love you until you—”

“Until what, Bryan?” She slapped the sides of
her legs. “Until I let you fuck me again like you did back in
September? Or until I profess my undying love to you and forget
your uncle exists?” A hollow laugh escaped her mouth. “You’re in
for a world of disappointment because it’s never going to
happen.”

Startled, Bryan recoiled from her harsh
words. “It’s never been about fucking you. It’s about loving
you.”

Her cell buzzed, and a text message popped
up. Max tried to grab it, but she snatched it up first. She didn’t
react to the words on the screen, just tossed the phone in her
small purse lying on the couch. She grabbed Max by the chin and
gave him a hard kiss.

“Cathy….” Bryan murmured.

Max didn’t respond, but let her do her thing.
She then dropped his handkerchief on his lap and thanked him.

Straightening, she flicked her hair over one
shoulder and, with a coy smile, approached the wounded youth.
Stopping a few inches from him, she blew him a kiss.

“That’s the only type of kiss you’ll get from
me for the next three months,” she whispered and then glanced at
Max. “I’m going to The Gate to check in on the action. You and
Erika should stop by later to play.”

“We may just do that.” Max rose to his
feet.

“What about me?” Bryan slid his hand in his
pants pocket then took it out again.

“Do whatever you want. I don’t care.” She
moved toward the door.

“You can’t really mean that.” He tapped his
fingers on his leg.

She eyed his movement. “I can’t stop
you.”

Max waited for more clarification from the
duo, but none came. Something unspoken passed between them.

“Later.” She marched from the room.

Bryan moved to leave, but Max clapped to get
his attention. The man turned around, lost in a daze.

“Let her cool off,” Max suggested.

Bryan’s tapping continued.

“Stop that. It’s annoying.” Max stuck his
hands in his pockets. “You have a blade in your pocket?”

Bryan rubbed his right palm. “I haven’t
carried one on me since I’ve returned to New York with Catherine.
But there have been times I wanted to…cut.”

“Why don’t you, then? I assume that’s what
she meant when she said she can’t stop you.”

“Her rejection is more painful than cutting.”
He set his fist on his chest. “It’s deeper than any cut I’ve ever
felt.”

“How poetic,” Max deadpanned. He wasn’t
impressed by the canned histrionics, which the kid seemed to be a
pro at. “What’s your outlet, then?”

“Outlet?”

“People like us need some way to vent, or we
burn out and then go too far if we deny our desires.” He indicated
with a wave of his hand. “I haven’t noticed you using the services
of anyone at The Gate.”

“No.” The heartbroken kid lifted his hands.
“I don’t want anyone to service me unless it’s Catherine.” He
sighed mournfully. “She won’t let me service her either.”

Max let out a surprised laugh. “You’re both
in bad shape. No sex either?”

A flag of red covered Bryan’s cheeks. “We
haven’t made love since—”

He laughed again. “Made love? You really
think what Catherine did with you is making love?”

Bryan’s eyes glittered with more life, an
incensed flare that would make any other person cautious. The pup’s
empathy amused him. Many in his line of work would call it a sign
of weakness, but he believed it a sign of maturity. Mr. Westerfield
was finally growing up.

“What would you call what Cathy and I
have?”

“An impasse. You’re thinking one way, while
she’s thinking another. You both need to come to an understanding
about your physical relationship. If things don’t change with this
strange dynamic you two have, then—”

“Then what?” Bryan sneered, his chest puffed
out in indignation.

He clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder.
“You’ll lose her forever, and Raymond will win.”

Bryan knocked Max’s hand away. “You’d love
for her to go back to him, wouldn’t you?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” He
didn’t have the patience for anyone to cop an attitude with him,
least of all this pup with his grating petulance and
bitterness.

“You blame me for Cathy’s unhappiness.”

He wanted to shake the man who really did
need to experience more life lessons in order to understand the
brevity of his situation with Catherine. By Bryan’s age, he’d
already been exposed to the stark realities of life. If he expected
Catherine to fall into line and obey, giving him whatever he
wanted, he was in for a world of disappointment.

Bryan seethed with a silent rage based on the
purple hue joining the red on his face. He would do one of the many
things he excelled at—defuse the situation before he wasn’t in the
mood to celebrate with Erika later tonight at The Gate.

“Bryan, I don’t blame you. But I did warn you
were out of your league, but you wouldn’t listen. Even though you
won the fair hand of Catherine, so to speak, for a few months, the
clock is ticking and you don’t have much time.”

“You like to talk in riddles, don’t you?”
Bryan glowered.

He choked down a frustrated growl. “You want
me talk bluntly? Fine. You need a different approach with
Catherine. Something she isn’t used to. You have to make her need
and want you, and I don’t mean just sex.”

“I’m trying.” Bryan lowered his arms to his
side. “I want to take care of her and prot—”

“Stop with the knight-in-shining-armor
bullshit. You’re trying to be exactly like Raymond. You’re
smothering her. She’s finally realized she doesn’t want that any
longer.” Stepping closer, he laid his hand on the man’s shoulder.
Bryan stiffened but didn’t pull away. “She doesn’t want to be taken
care of. She wants someone on the same level as her. She didn’t
have it with Cameron, her first love, and she certainly doesn’t
have it with Raymond.” He moved his hand upward and flattened his
palm again the side of Bryan’s throat. His pulse drummed in a rapid
beat. Excitement? Agitation? Panic? He wished he had more
time to teach this kid how to control his emotions better. “I don’t
think you’re up to the challenge. This isn’t your normal type of
relationship.”

“Why does everything have to be a challenge
with you people?” Bryan snapped.

“Everyone has to deal with challenges in
their lives.” He drew his hand away. “There are just different
levels to them. What do you really hope to accomplish with
Catherine? Being with her isn’t going to be easy.”

“I just want to love her, and for her to
return my love,” Bryan whispered and dipped his head.

The tears in Bryan’s voice made him
uncomfortable enough that he was at a loss for words.

His cell buzzed. Pulling it out, he scanned
the text message Erika sent. She wanted to know where he’d
disappeared to. His jovial mood returned.

“I need to return to my fiancée.” He was done
being tactful and considerate. No more dishing out advice.

Bryan seemed to sense the change and lifted
his head, meeting Max’s gaze straight on. “What would you do in my
position?”

“I play to win. I would do whatever I could
to claim the prize, regardless of the consequences, which would
leave some damage behind for all parties involved.” He remained
cryptic—he honestly didn’t have the right type of answer.

Bryan frowned. “Maybe I should be more like
you. Then I’ll get what I want.”

“It’s the worst mistake you can make,” Max
warned. “Be yourself. It worked for you when you and Catherine
first met. There must be something special about you to make her
turn away from Raymond and consider a future without him. No other
man has tantalized her like you have. Take your attributes that
appeal to her and use it against her.”

“It sounds manipulative.”

“The woman you want to be with calls for it.
Raymond is going to do the same. He’s a master of manipulation, and
he already has a huge head start on you because of his bond with
Catherine and his years of playing this game many like yourself
have tried instigating with him. You have three months left to undo
what Raymond has accomplished in eight years. Good luck. You’re
going to need it.”

Bryan ran his thumb across the puckered skin
of his palm. “Luck is useless here. I’ll have to do it myself.
Catherine probably has cooled off. I’m going to see her.” He rolled
his shoulders and straightened.

“Don’t let me keep you, then.” Max motioned
for Bryan to leave.

Bryan nodded and hurried from the room.

His cell buzzed with another text message,
this time from Catherine. He started reading, but then the air
shifted, indicating another person had entered the room. He darted
a glance, freezing when he recognized the man.

“Hello, M.L., can I spare a few minutes of
your time?” Without waiting for him to confirm, Eli shut the
door.


Chapter Four

 


“When did your cell get attached to your
hand?” Alyson popped a mini tart into her mouth.

Erika finished off her second text to Max
then stole a crab cake off Alyson’s plate. Chewing, she shrugged.
“Just because I text a lot more doesn’t mean I’m obsessed with my
cell phone.”

“You keep checking it.” Kim pointed out with
a more lighthearted tone in her voice than defensive. “I have a bad
habit of texting Eli too much also, so I know the feeling.”

“It’s just.…” Erika set her forearms on the
table. “I miss Max when he’s not around. I haven’t seen him in a
while.” She searched the room, trying to spot her missing fiancé
among their guests who mingled, eating and drinking whatever had
been provided for them.

“Love makes us do silly things. Perhaps one
day I’ll be in the same boat as you and Kim.” Alyson set aside her
napkin and stood. “I need to use the ladies room.”

Kim moved to the chair Alyson vacated and
swung an arm around Erika. She returned the hug. She had missed her
friend. It felt like they were again on track and hopefully would
stay that way even with the turbulent issue between Kim’s siblings
and Max.

“I’m so glad you’re here.” She clasped Kim’s
hands. “You look rested and tan.”

“I stayed in California for my winter break.
First, I visited my parents, then Eli
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